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Wagon Bed Springs is located in a heavily timbered bend of the Cimarron
River. Surrounding the grove of trees, for about two miles in either direction,
is unbroken land, used basically as grazing pasture, covered with sagebrush,
yucca and prickly pear. This compounded with the total remoteness of the
springs, gives one the feeling of the "Jornada."

The old spring is very much in its original condition. Both the Springs
and the Cimarron, when visited, were dry. The spring no longer contains water
and is slightly overgrown with grass. Description of the original spring is
found in the account of Joseph C. Brown, who surveyed the Santa Fe Trails in
1825-27 and wrote:

Lower Semaron Spring (Wagon Bed Spring, Grant county) is at
the west edge of a marsh green with bullrushes. The marsh is
north of the creek and near it. The spring is constant, but
the creek is sometimes dry until you ascend it ten or twelve
miles, where it will be found running. The stream is bolder
and the water better as one travels up it. It is the guide
to the traveler until he reaches the upper spring near eighty
miles. Three miles above the lower spring is some timber, from
which place the road is on the hill north of the creek for twelve
or fifteen miles. One may then either continue on the hills north
of the creek or travel in the bottom but the hills are best for
ten or fifteen miles further, as the valley of the creek is sandy
in many places. One must necessarily camp on the creek to have
water, but the water is very bad until one travels a great way
up it, as it is impregnated (with) saline matter, which, like
fine powder, makes white a great part of the valley. The grass
in this valley is not so good as that on the Arkansas, the land
not being so good either in the valley or on the hills.

Interpretive material is limited. The Daughters of the American Revolution
have placed a tablet on a relatively large stone at the entrance to the springs.
The landmark plaque sits directly adjacent to this marker to the north.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Wagon Bed Springs, sometimes called Lower Cimarrem Springs, on the
Cimarron River in southern Kansas afforded the first water during the dry
season on the 60-mile stretch of the desert or Cimarron Cut-off Route of
the Santa Fe Trail, after crossing and leaving the Arkansas River. It was
the objective and stopping place of all travelers over the Desert Route of
the Trail.

Wagon Bed Springs was an oasis on the route followed by most travelers
to Santa Fe prior to the Mexican War. The Springs were located on the worst
and most dangerows stretch of the journey to Santa Fe. Not only were the
springs a welcome sight to thirsty travelers, but they also served as a
watering spot for immense herds of buffalo and prairie animals, as well as
for Indians. Its water has been described as "cool, sweet, and good."

The Springs were a favorite haunt for raiding war parties of Comanches.
It was near here that one of their war parties in 1831 killed the famous
explorer and mountainman, Jedediah Smith, who was taking a caravan to Santa Fe.

The physical integrity of Wagon Bed Springs is little changed. Though
dry, the springs remain in evidence (see accompanying photography no. 2) as
does the bed of the Lower Cimarron River. The property is under single
ownership and is located just 12 miles south of the city of Ulysses, Kansas.

HISTORY
The Cimarron River originates in New Mexico in the vicinity of Raton.

From the New Mexico tablelands the Cimarron flows east into Oklahoma then
north into Colorado and Kansas and back into Oklahoma where it finally dumps

. -into.the. Azkansas~and~finally the Mississippi before it flows into the

‘ Gulf of Mexico.
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" Before the beican War, the Santa Fe Trail was primarilya route used for
commerce b Lra e” traders and soldiers. The trail linked Missouri with
Santa F&% 'Néw Mé®1é¢6=-then another country. Upon arriving in the area of the
present town of Cimarr?n, travelers had to make a decision whether to continue
algng, the much traveled northern route of the Santa Fe Trail which ran into
Colorado to the approximate location of the present town of La Junta, then south
into New Mexico and Santa Fe, or take the much more hazardous southern route.
By taking the dry route, travelers could expect to decrease the total number
of miles traveled by from 150 to 200 miles. Moreover, by taking the southern

(continued)
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route, the long treck over Raton Pass would be eliminated. This short-cut
was thereby quite popular with businessmen and people in a hurry.

Taking the Cimarron Cut-0ff was not a simple task. Just as today,
the Cimarron was dry most of the year. The first 60 miles of the sojourn
was most treacherous. During these times firewood would become scarce.
In contrast to the hot days, night temperatures would fall drastically.
Also, this short-cut traversed some of the worst Indian country on the
frontier.

There were three springs located on the Cimarron. These were the
Upper, Middle, and Lower Springs. The lower of the three was the swampy
one bordered with cottonwood and tamarac trees. Legend has it that an
enterprising traveler took the wagon bed of an old wagon and pushed it
out in the swamp and piled stones in it to make it sink. As the wagon bed
sank water rose inside. After that time the Lower springs were referred
to as Wagon Bed Springs.

This 60 mile stretch had gained a reputation for the difficulty of its
crossing. The Spanish had called it "Jornada de la Muerte" or the "Journey
of Death." Unlike the northern route of the Santa Fe Trail, there was no
well defined path on the southern route. Buffalo paths crossed aimlessly,
and did not always lead to water. Jedediah Smith, known throughout the West
as a frontiersman and explorer, had made a fortume by age 32 as a trapper.
Smith had walked the great Death Valley and scaled the Sierra-Nevad Mountains.
Yet, on the "Jornada" Smith finally lost his life.

It was during May, 1831, Jed Smith was leading a caravan west.  Upon
reaching the Cimarron, they decided to take the Cimarron Cut-0ff. After
three days of travel on the "Jornada" they found themselves hopelessly lost.
Animals were near collapse. Jed Smith and Thomas Fitzpatrick set out to
scout for the Springs. Fitzpatrick's horse collapsed and Smith continued on
alone. Near delerium from the lack of water, Smith reached the Cimarron.

He found a damp depression where he dug for water. As the water came forth
he gulped it up. As Smith drank a band of Comanches came upon him. Smith
was killed along with two of the attackers. The caravan did make the
journey into Santa Fe successfully.

Wagon Bed Springs was the only watering hole on this section of the
Santa Fe Trail. The small oasis was the life line on this route.
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Wagon Bed Springs is enclosed on the northeast and southeast sides by a
fence and on the west by the east bank of the Cimarron River. This
boundary is indicated on an accompanying sketch map titled Sketch Map
Wagon Bed Springs.

Within this boundary are all the features which makes Wagon Bed
Springs of national significance, the springs itself as well as the area
of the original marsh lands.
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